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The birth year of emblematics is generally considered to be 1531, the
year woodcut illustrations were added in the printing of. the Latin
äcphrastic epigrams of the Milan legal scholar Andrea Alciato.l Printed in
Augsburg and entitled Emblematum liber, the book was immediately well
received and in the following years often reprinted, adapted, and
translated. Its arrangement of superscript, image, and epigram, expanded
in the 1534 Paris edition to the full-page layout that from then on would be
typical, set a trend, providing a model for the veritable flood of emblem
books published during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.2 At the
same time, the title of the collection provided a name for the new genre.
As important as Alciato's Emblematum liber was for the genre, the
addition of woodcut illushations to a work printed in 1531 was not at all
unusual. Just as we have especially beautiful illustrated manuscripts in
particular from the fifteenth century, likewise the first hundred years of
printing brought forth a rich array of book illustrations. Books on the most
various subjeöts and in a great many genles were illustrated.3
Among the thematic areas where the art of book illustration experienced
its most prolific development were fool's narratives and edifying
literature. These had in common a moral-didactic intention. The most
famous early example of a printed book with illustrations is Sebastian
Brant's Narrenschiff(Ship of Fools), which within a few years of its editio
princeps in1494 was reprinted and translated several times. With regard to
edifring literature, collections of prayers and sermons (Postillen) and
books on the gospels (Evangelienbücher) were exceedingly popular.
Although this is not the place for further examination of the many
illustrated books published in the early decades of printing culture, these
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taken over with the greatest exactitude, and the graphic distribution of
prose chapters and woodcuts with their respective titles is maintained. But
missing in the Early New High German printing are the epigrams beneath
the woodcuts (Fig. a.D. We can show the significance of these epigrams
in the Latin edition by looking at a few examples.
Chapter 5 of the Latin Vita has as its title "De fructuosa fidelium
regeneratione" (Fig. 4.3). The print graphics clearly mark it as the title for
the woodcut and epigram: above the prose text there is only an abbreviated
variant. In its use ofthe word regeneratione it establishes a connection to
the Vulgate and also to Augustine, where attainment of the kingdom of
God is discussed.t This word appears only in a Christian context and is
used at the same time as a terminus technicus. In addition to meaning
"rebirth" it also means "salvation of the soul" and "baptism". The
attributive adjective fructuosus strengthens the connection with the New
Testament. After all, Matthew 7, 16 states, "You will know them by their
fnrits."
The epigram that appears to comment on the scene represented in the
woodcut says: "Drive out deluded sin by the doctrine of virtue, that
blessed hearts may understand the true faith. No one conveys the true faith
in Christ with sin. Jesus himself called these false heralds of salvation." As
long as the legend's prose text is the referent of the picture, the bearded
man in the woodcut is identified with Beatus, who baptizes the heathens.
But in its relationship with the epigram, the scene represented in the
woodcut is given a general character, representing any preacher of
Christianity who fights against disbelief. Strictly speaking, the motto-like
superscript referring to the New Testament also contributes to a
generalization of the depicted scene, something that becomes even clearer
when contrasted with the corresponding chapter title in the Early New
High German version, for there it says: "Zu dem funften: Wie sant Bat die
abgöttery zerstörVvnd das volck wyrd von im getoufft" (To the fifth: How
St Beatus destroys idolatry and the people arebaptizedby him.)
In the Latin version, superscript and epigram lead to another
interpretation ofthe represented scene. The reader is called upon not only
to uphold the Christian doctrines for himself, but actually to preach, which
only becomes possible when one has freed oneself from sin. As the
superscript makes clear, this is the way that entry into the kingdom of God
is guaranteed. Thus the combination of superscript, woodcut, and epigram
in the Latin edition can be interpreted independently as a meaningful
whole, which in connection with the saint's vita can, but need not be,
augmented with additional layers of meaning.
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prefiguration of the religious emblem books that became so popular
afterwards, particularly in the seventeenth century.
The discussion surrounding the genre question in emblematics turns
out to be complicated. In emblem studies, a variety of relevant answers
have been given to the question: what is it that makes an emblem an
emblem? The early definitions of Mario Praz and Albrecht Schöne were
especially penetrating.T However, more recent studies make it clear that
their efforts to define the emblem do not do justice to the many ways this
genre confronts us in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and that, at
best, they only circumscribe parts of the emblematic corpus. The problems
surrounding possible genre definitions of the emblem in the most recent
studies can be seen in their opposing tendencies: either to regard more and
more of what was published conjoining text and image media in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as emblems, or to completely deny
genre status to emblematics because such great variation exists among the
individual instances.
In view of this difficult contradiction, Bernhard F. Scholz recently
suggested viewing the emblem "as a kind of text seen as a normal form",
^ 
li ls revealed "in the sense of a statistical average."s Scholz characterizes
this normal emblem form as follows:
The emblem lhat is normal in this sense is a tripartite plane figure amanged
vertically; it has a complete picture; it occupies an entire page; the
language segment of the whole three-part text that is found above the
picture consists of a single line in the great majority of cases; the section
below the picture isjust a few lines; and finally, the whole text, consisting
of word and image, "contains" an explicit or implicit general lesson or an
explicit or implicit maxim intended as a guide to behaviour.e
With this definition, Scholz adopts essential aspects of Schöne's
discussion, but without attributing preferential value to the triad of motto,
pictura, and subscriptlo. If one holds up the Latin text-image configurations
in Daniel Agricola's Vita Beati to this definition of the emblem, it
becomes clear that they agree in every respect with the normal form he
suggests. Especially when compared with the Early New High German
version of the legend, one can see how very much the text-image
combination in the Latin printing conesponds to the characteristics
expected of an emblem. As it tums out, it is not the fact that the epigrams
are omitted in the vemacular edition that makes the decisive difference
with regard to emblematics, but rather the fact that the generalizing trait is
completely absent in the superscripts. Whereas the superscripts of the
chapters or woodcut images in the Early New High German version refer
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reception be equated? And what importance should be attributed to today's
point of view of Alciato's Emblematum liber, which is often called an
archetype and the source ofthe genre's name?
It is a fact acknowledged by modem emblem studies that there are
many influences at work in the origin and development of emblematics.
The important role played by not only Renaissance hieroglyphics, but
heraldry, medieval allegory, Ihe ars memorativa, and even individual
works such as the Physiologus is well known. As far as the understanding
ofgenre in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is concerned, however,
the "opposition between the genre's establishment on the one hand and its
precursors on the other" does not correspond to "the way Alciato's role in
ielation to emblematics was seen at the time."l3 The poetics and
praefationes of emblem books mention not only Alciato, but the Egyptian
hieroglyphs when discussing the origins of emblems. As a rule Alciato is
regarded there as the forerunner of those who were producing emblems in
early modem times.
The rich array of book illustrations brought forth during the first
hundred years of printing makes it clear that Alciato's Emblematum liber
with its text-image compositions was nothing unusual in the context of
early book printing, but should be placed in the context of the numerous
illustrated books produced in the first decades ofprinting. In view ofthis
fact it seems inappropriate to exalt it as the actual origin of emblematics.
Instead, we should see the origin in the context of that era's book culture
as a whole-where the Emblematum liber was a typical product-a book
culture that recognized and used the advantages that printing offered, not
only for the reproduction of texts, but for text illustration-the woodcut as
printed image.
As a practical consequence, this means that just as we need to look
carefully at books combining texts and pictures that were published after
1531 in order to determine whether or not they should be categorized as
emblematics, we also need to examine those that appeared before 1531
with the same careful attention. Obviously, just as not every illustrated
book from this era should be considered part of emblematics, likewise-
against the trend of recent research-not every illustrated broadside
produced in the seventeenth century is part of that genre. But our
comparison of the Latin Vitq Beati wfih its Early New High German
translation has shown how fluid the boundaries already were in the early
period of illustrated printing.
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Fig. 4.2. Opening from Daniel Agricola, Das leben des heiligen bychtigers vnd
einsidlers sant batten/des erste Apostel des oberlands Heluetica geheissen (Basel,
15l l).
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Fig. 4.4. Woodcut title for Chapter 9 of Daniel Agricola, Almi confessoris et
anachorete Beati,Urs Graf (Basel, 151l).
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Notes
* The English translation of this article is by Hope Hague of Madison, Wisconsin.I There is no decisive ans'ü/er to the question whether the illustrations were
commissioned by Alciato himself or by the Augsburg printer Heinrich Steiner (see
for example Miedema 1968; Leeman 1984).
2 See Praz 1964; Landwehr |972;Landwehr 1976;Landwehr 1988.
3 See, for example, Hieronymus 1972; Hieronymus 1984.
a See below.
s See Vulgate, Gospel of Matthew 19, 28; Tulgate. Epistle to Titus 3, 5; Augustine,
De civitate dei, | 5, 76, 3; 20, 5, 2.
6 See, for example, Lauretus 1971,365.
7 See Praz 1,964, 18; Schöne 1993,21-45.
8 Scholz 2002,88;290 (translation H.H.).
e Scholz 2002,290 (translation H.H.).l0 
"Doppelfunktion des Abbildens und Auslegenso Darstellens und Deutens"
(Schöne 1993, 2l ; translation H.H.).ll See von Känel 2005.
12 See Scholz 2002,169.
t3 lbid.,170 (translation H.H.).
